Molecular assessment of sentinel lymph node in breast cancer management.
Sentinel lymph node biopsy (SLNB) is becoming accepted as standard of care for axillary staging in breast cancer. World Health Organization (WHO) re-classification of axillary metastases into macrometastases, micrometastases and individual tumour cells has highlighted the issues of sampling and further histological examination of the initially negative SLNB. Molecular detection of metastatic breast cancer cells in lymph nodes is now available as a commercial kit for intraoperative use and can resolve the sampling issue. Semiquantitative assessment of axillary lymph node tumour burden can now be made using two separate technologies (histology and reverse transcriptase-polymerase chain reaction). The clinical implications of low metastatic axillary lymph node tumour burden are not clear, and future trials need to include molecular data. The consequences of the availability of molecular assessment are reviewed.